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1. The concept of flexicurity
The fundamental idea behind the concept of flexicurity is that flexibility and security are not contradictory to one another, but in many situations can mutually supportive. Furthermore, flexibility is not the monopoly of the employers, just as security is not the monopoly of the employees. In modern labour markets, many employers realise that they have an interest in stable employment relations and in retaining employees who are loyal and well qualified. On their part, many employees have realised that to be able to adjust their work life to more individual preferences, they too have an interest in more flexible ways of organising work, e.g. to balance work and family life. So, the foundation is there for a new interaction between flexibility and security, which stresses the potential for win-win-outcomes in situations, which are traditionally conceived as characterised by conflicting interests. 

2. Forms of flexicurity
Both flexibility and security are multi-dimensional concepts, which come in a variety of shapes. Using Atkinson’s model of the flexible enterprise as a starting point, it is possible to distinguish between four different forms of flexibility: numerical flexibility, working time flexibility, functional flexibility and wage flexibility (Atkinson, 1984)

A groundbreaking aspect of the flexicurity concept is the linking of these four forms of flexibility with four forms of security (Wilthagen, 1998; Wilthagen  & Tros, 2004). First, job security, which means the security of being able to stay in the same job, and which can be expressed via employment protection and tenure with the same employer. Second, employment security, which means security of staying employed, though not necessarily in the same job; here the general employment situation, active labour market, training and education polices play a key role. Third, there is income security, which relates to being secured income in case of unemployment, sickness or accidents, and is expressed through the public transfer income systems, such as unemployment and cash benefit systems. And finally, combination security, the possibilities available for combining working and private life, e.g. through retirement schemes, maternity leave, voluntary-sector unpaid work etc. 

As illustrated in the figure below, there are sixteen potential combinations of flexibility and security. This matrix is a heuristic tool, applicable for instance in characterising different flexicurity policies or combinations of flexibility and security in certain schemes, or to describe stylized relationships between flexibility and security in different national labour market regimes. 


Figure 1: Configurations of flexibility and security

	Job security	Employment security 	Income security 	Combination security
Numerical flexibility				
Working time flexibility				
Functional flexibility				
Wage flexibility				


Some of the combinations in figure 1 represent trade-offs in the sense that a higher level of for instance job security will imply less numerical flexibility and vice versa. In most other cases, the interplay between the various aspects of flexibility and security is more complex. There is therefore some debate concerning the interpretation of the matrix above. Sometimes it is seen as an illustration of different trade-offs between forms of security and flexibility, where the term ”trade-off” signifies that something must be traded for something else. Thus more numerical flexibility can be balanced by providing some form of security instead, for instance increased income security. However, the flexibility-security nexus can also reflect of mutual supportive or complementary relationship. Among examples of such interrelations could be:

•	More combination security (maternity leave and childcare) can lead to a greater numerical flexibility for women in transitions in to and out of the workforce
•	Job security can induce employees to be loyal to the employer and to invest in firm specific human capital, thereby increasing internal functional flexibility.
•	More income security may stimulate numerical flexibility by making it less risky for employees to attempt a job shift.
•	More numerical flexibility can facilitate structural change and thereby job growth, which provides more job opportunities and thus more employment security.

In other situations, the nexus may lead to vicious relationships, where for instance more numerical flexibility may induce employers to invest less in employee training and thereby reduce the employment security of the employees. Also more job insecurity leads to overall insecurity, lower investments in human capital and – in the longer run – perhaps lower fertility. The exact character of the interplay between security and flexibility will thus depend on the specific circumstances.


3. The Danish case 
In the flexicurity literature, the Danish employment system is often referred to as a prime example of a labour market with a well functioning flexicurity arrangement – even to such a degree that the “Danish model” and “flexicurity” are sometimes seen as almost identical. The Danish road to fame has been supported by a number of impressive statistics. Thus the Danish employment rate of 77.4 percent (in 2006) is the highest among the 27 members of the European Union. The rate of unemployment was 3.9 percent in 2006 and is expected to decline further to about 3 percent in 2007 and the following years. The macroeconomic indicators are generally sound. 

When discussing flexicurity in a Danish context, one should remember as an important consequence of the broad perception of flexicurity outlined that flexicurity is much more than just a single national model. However, the specific interplay between of welfare state and the labour market in Denmark can be interpreted as a remarkable “hybrid” between the flexible, free-market welfare states characterised by high numerical flexibility (liberal hiring-and-firing rules) and the generous Scandinavian welfare regimes of high social security (relatively high benefit levels). Therefore Denmark is an outstanding case regularly mentioned in the literature.​[1]​ 

The Danish labour market model is often described as a “golden triangle” of flexicurity, cf. figure 2. The model combines high mobility between jobs with a comprehensive social safety net for the unemployed and an active labour market policy.  In fact the mobility (measured by job mobility, job creation, job destruction and average tenure) is remarkable high in an international comparison (Madsen 2006). The high degree of worker mobility between jobs is definitely linked to the relatively modest level of job protection in the Danish labour market. Another reason could also be higher risk willingness among workers due to the comprehensive social safety net and probably also the low stigmatising effects of social security in Denmark. 

Despite having one of the lowest levels of job protection among OECD-countries (OECD 2004b, chapter 2), Danish workers have a feeling of high job security among all subgroups of workers (Auer and Casez 2003). Also a recent Eurobarometer reported that a majority of more than 70 percent of the Danes found it a good thing to change jobs every few years. This can be contrasted to a level of below 30 percent in countries like Austria, Germany and Poland (Eurobarometer, 2006: 6). 

The arrows between the corners of the triangle illustrate flows of people. Even if the unemployment rate is low in an international perspective, Denmark almost has a European record in the percentage of employed which are each year affected by unemployment and receive unemployment benefits or social assistance (around 20 percent). But the majority of these unemployed persons manage to find their own way back into a new job. As an indication, the incidence of long-term unemployment as a percentage of total unemployment (6+ months, 12+ months) was in 2004 respectively 45 percent and 22.6 percent in Denmark compared to 60.4 percent and 42.4 percent in EU-15. Those who become long-term unemployed end up in the target group for the active labour market policy, which – ideally – helps them to find employment again. The model in figure 2 illustrates two of the most important effects in this connection. On the one hand, as a result of the active measures, the participants in various programmes (e.g. job training and education) are upgraded and therefore improve their chances of getting a job. This is the “qualification effect” of ALMP. 

On the other hand, the measures can have a motivational (or threat) effect in that unemployed persons, who are approaching the time, when they are due for activation, may intensify their search for ordinary jobs, in case they consider activation a negative prospect. Thus one effect of labour market policy will be to influence the flow from unemployment benefits back to work, also for those unemployed, who do not actually participate in the active measures. An econometric study has in fact concluded that this motivational effect accounts for the major part of the macro-effect of ALMP in Denmark (Rosholm & Svarer, 2004). 


Figure 2: The Danish ”flexicurity model” (Madsen, 2006)























Finally, it is important to note that the Danish “model of flexicurity” is not the result of a well-defined grand scheme, but the outcome of a long historical development with strong elements of path-dependency.

Thus, the high level of worker mobility supported by a low level of employment protection is a long-standing feature of the Danish labour market dating back to the General Agreement between the social partners that was the outcome of a general strike in 1899. Similarly, when it comes to income security, the present version of the system for economic support for the unemployed dates back to the last large reform of the unemployment benefit system in 1970, where the state took over the responsibility for financing the extra costs of unemployment benefits that were caused by increases in unemployment (the principle of public financing “at the margin”). 

The third element in the triangle, active labour market policy, is also the outcome of a long tradition for interventions into the functioning of the labour market. Labour market policy in Denmark has a long political legacy, although it only developed into a distinct policy area in the mid-1950. Also reforms of labour market policy in the 1990s were the outcome of a carefully prepared compromise, which was struck in the early 1990s in a special tri-partite committee. Therefore corporatist structures play an important role in explaining the development and robustness of the particular Danish version of “flexicurity” (Jørgensen, 2002).

Both in the international as well as in the Danish debate there has, from time to time, been a tendency to jump to the conclusion: that the success of the last decade is a result of the flexicurity model just described. It is, however, essential to point out that the positive development in the Danish labour market since the early 1990s is not attributable exclusively to the Danish flexicurity model. Without a successful balancing of the macroeconomic policy and the trends in the international business cycle, the growth in employment and the falling unemployment would not have been possible. 

The coinciding of low inflation and a halving of registered unemployment rates is also a by-product of a new agenda for collective bargaining and wage formation, which helped the labour market adjust to the shift from high unemployment to full employment while keeping wage increases at a moderate level and not departing from the international trend towards low inflation. This agenda developed gradually during the 1980s and was formalized by a joint declaration of the social partners in 1987, where they stated that they would take the international competitiveness and macro-economic balance of the Danish economy into account during wage-negotiations. 

4. Learning from the neighbour?
Given the political attractiveness of flexicurity as a strategy and the accomplishments of the countries where flexicurity is found as a widespread state of the employment system, it is not surprising that there is a great interest in learning from the more successful neighbours. However, due to the complexity of many flexicurity arrangements and their specific historical, social and political, simple transfers of institutions or policies are rarely feasible. 

The booming literature on policy transfer and Europeanization illustrates the options for, but also the barriers to policy learning either directly from the neighbours or from policies advocated by supranational bodies like the European Union. Inspired by Schmidt (2002) one can list a number of factors, which determine the transferability of policies into a given country. These include its economic vulnerability exemplified by presence or absence of economic crisis and the political institutional capacity, which is inherent in the principal policy actor’s ability to impose or negotiate change. Important factors are also policy legacies and preferences, which determine the “fit” of potential policies with long-standing policies and institutions and with existing preferences. Related to the latter is also the flexibility or robustness of the national policy discourse, determining the ability to change preferences by altering perceptions of for instance economic vulnerabilities and policy legacies. 

With direct reference to the transferability of flexicurity policies, Wilthagen (2005:265) has also stressed the importance of political institutional capacity in the form of mutual trust between the social partners and the government, when it comes to developing flexicurity policies. Adequate central and de-central level platforms and channels for coordination, consultation and negotiation are also highly important. 

The importance of these points is of course related to the core of the flexicurity concept: moving from one configuration of levels of flexibility and security to another will often involve that one of the parties (typically the employees) must accept some form of increased flexibility (and thus uncertainty) in their working life in order to get compensation in the form of improved security arrangements provided by the employers or the state. For the employees this implies obviously the risk of being cheated by accepting more flexibility, but never getting the reward in the form of increased security. Trust created by historical experiences with bargaining processes and maybe supported by some form of state guarantee is necessary.  

Furthermore, one can point to the fact that the pre-existence of a certain institutional infrastructure will facilitate specific flexicurity arrangements. A well-developed system of industrial relations with established patterns of negations between the social partners at different levels and also between will the social partners and Government will of course facilitation the sort of bargaining and compromising, which is important in creating and sustaining flexicurity arrangements. 

Also institutions supported by the public sector can be important. By example a comprehensive public system for adult education and training will make it easier to develop flexicurity arrangements, which involves employment security upgrading the skills of unemployed workers or workers in risk of unemployment. Also a well-developed system of child-care is indispensable for creating security for working parents and thus for a flexible supply of especially younger women on the labour market. 

However, the aim of this presentation is not to provide detailed prescriptions on how to implement flexicurity policies in specific national contexts. This is a complex task better left to national analysts and policy-makers in the respective countries. Here a better comprehension of best practices with respect to flexicurity policies from other countries, including Denmark, can act as an important source of inspiration and can lay the ground for shifts in national discourses, which over time may lead to a “subtle transformation of states” (Jacobsson, 2004). The main attraction of Denmark in this context is therefore its uniqueness as a European country having implemented an encompassing version of a specific form of flexicurity. And as any teacher will know, one real-life example tells more than a torrent of abstractions. 

5. Conclusion – Learning from Denmark?
The general message of this article is that the positive international attention lavished on Denmark in recent years is in fact justified. Measured on a number of different dimensions, the Danish labour market does indeed demonstrate a high degree of flexibility. Above all the extraordinary Danish combination of high mobility between jobs, low job security and high rates of unemployment benefit deserves attention, and makes it possible to interpret the Danish labour market model as a unique variety of flexicurity. On top of this comes a highly developed active labour market policy – and in general a well-developed (continuous) educational system – which add an element of employment security by strengthening the labour market competences of both the unemployed and people in employment.

When this unique flexicurity model is taken as a source of inspiration, it must be realised that it makes certain demands on the social partners and the political decision-makers. The trade unions must accept employment security rather than job security. That can be difficult, particularly in times of increasing employment in-security due to for instance off-shoring of jobs. The best response in this situation is not increased job protection, but improved employment security for exposed or vulnerable groups, e.g. massive investments in adult vocational education and training. 

For their part, the employers must come to terms with the fact that a precondition for the low degree of job protection not to result in increasing employment in-security is a well-functioning, generous and relatively expensive unemployment and social assistance system. In continuation of this, the political decision-makers must realise that substantial changes at any of the corners of the flexicurity triangle are not possible without serious repercussions for the other corners of the triangle. Any political intervention in the labour market must therefore be based on a holistic understanding.

These lessons to be learned – and mutually recognised – are vital to preserve a flexible and secure labour market. They also demonstrate how difficult it will be to export this model to other European countries. One transferable lesson, however, is that a generous welfare state is not incompatible with a dynamic and well-functioning labour market. This lesson extends beyond the correlation between a labour market characterised by low job protection, generous unemployment benefits and active labour market policy.     

The high degree of flexibility on the Danish labour market is furthermore supported more indirectly through a number of welfare state services such as a comprehensive educational system, including adult vocational training and education, a well-developed childcare system, (relatively) well-functioning and publicly financed health care etc. In a labour market perspective, many of these welfare schemes can be viewed as investments in well-functioning structures, rather than costs. It is this lesson from the Danish experiences that can serve as inspiration for the development of the social model in other countries in Europe or elsewhere.
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^1	  For more detailed expositions of the Danish employment system and the lessons that can be learned from it, reference can be made to Madsen (2006, 2007) and to Bredgaard et al (2005, 2006).
